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Machu Picchu, the historic site that is found in the high Andes of Peru is one of the most striking archaeological sites in the world and has been under UNESCO World Heritage since 1983 (UNESCO, 2011). The site also boosted its visitors to over 1.5 million annually prior to the COVID-19 making it among the most visited cultural sites in the whole of South America. However, with this unbelievable popularity, its fragile ecosystem and centuries-old stone monuments of Inca were put in serious strain. The outcomes of the over tourism were the eventual erosion of routes, degradation of terraces and the establishment of the system of inadequate infrastructure and hygiene. In response to these augmented threats, a detailed Visitor Management Plan (VMP) was developed by the government of Peru with the assistance of UNESCO as well as the Ministry of Culture. This plan was meant to ensure that the local communities, infrastructure development and the number of tourists are engaged in the sustainable tourism activities, a balance between conservation and tourism development was sought.  
[bookmark: _Toc212149468]Main Reason for Developing the Visitor Management Plan
Before the Visitor Management Plan was established, Machu Picchu was grossly overcrowded where the number of visitors ranged up to 5,000 or more and that is much more than the suggesting carrying capacity of the site (Zan & Lusiani, 2011). The uncontrolled growth has led to loss of ancient stone tracks, demolition of archeological terraces and overall deterioration of structural integrity of the site. There was also a significant problem of sanitation and pollution with the uncontrolled waste produced every day by thousands of tourists, and the inflow of visitors to the location affected the local biodiversity of the Machu Picchu Historical Sanctuary (UNWTO, 2018). Also, they started to feel the cultural lack of identity and economic imbalance as the industry was overwhelmed by large tour operators and unregulated vendors, which affected the lives of surrounding Quechua communities whose existence relied mostly on tourism (Huinder et al., 2024). These considerations led to several warnings given by UNESCO who feared that the site would lose its world heritage unless urgent action was taken to check the tourism and save the environment. Therefore, the Visitor Management Plan created by the Peruvian officials was aimed at protecting the cultural and ecological heritage of Machu Picchu, delivering the safety and satisfaction of the tourists and making tourism a truly sustainable economic powerhouse of the area.  
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The Visitor Management Plan, even with its good design, had its own multifaceted complexities as far as its implementation was concerned. Environmental problems were the most urgent since the soil erosion, loss of vegetation, and threat of landslides became more acute under the impact of both natural and human factors (Machu Picchu Gateway, 2025). The topography of the area was mountainous and the precipitations were quite excessive, which made the impacts of foot traffic even more severe and endangered the stability of the archaeological buildings. The authorities had a hard time to balance concerns of preservation with the interests of the economy culturally; tourism was becoming a critical part of the living of the locals but are destroying the relics and the sanctity of the Incan heritage because of free access of the area. The operation was also characterized by considerable gaps in the staffing, training, and monitoring capacities, and it was not an easy task to implement visitor restrictions and ensure the safety of sensitive zones. The town of Aguas Calientes was too small to accommodate the number of tourists and provided inadequate facilities that led to sanitation issues.
Moreover, not all the members of the community welcomed the plan, as some of them were afraid that the number of people who can visit them will decrease, thus loss of their means of livelihood through guiding, lodging and crafts. Another significant challenge was the infrastructure as the access to the site was limited to one railway line and the Inca Trail, which is rather narrow and can be overcrowded and experience a logistical bottleneck (UNWTO, 2018).  
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To handle these challenges, a set of strategies and interventions were employed in the Peruvian government under the guidance of the UNESCO. The most notable change was introduced when timed entrance slots and strict quotas on a daily basis were introduced so that the number of tourists could not exceed 2,500 every day and that the entrances could be divided into morning and afternoon shifts. This action provided a more balanced distribution of the visitor flows across the day and relieved the congestion in the most visited areas like the Temple of the Sun and the Intihuatana stone (Larson & Poudyal, 2012). The government also developed the system of the predetermined routes of walking and one way routes which alleviated traffic jams and minimized the chances of harming delicate regions. The introduction of online ticketing and advance booking system was another major innovation as it could offer better data tracking, eradicate walk-ins, and enable the control of high-season demand. Guided tours were also made as mandatory and only local guides who were certified were allowed to guide people through the citadel. This not only increased the education of visitors as well as various appreciation of the culture but also provided the residents with stable jobs.
Community engagement and sustainable local development were also considered top priorities by the Visitor Management Plan. Guides, transport providers, and hospitality workers were also introduced to training and capacity-building programs which guaranteed that economic gains were distributed in the region. The infrastructure, such as waste disposal, solid tracks, and better signage, were also made to safeguard the environment and visitor experience (Perkins, 2023). The strategy further stimulated the creation of other paths-including extensions of the Inca Trail Network and other neighboring trails-to spread out visitors’ number to encourage tourism in the regions other than Machu Picchu itself. Moreover, such new technologies as drones and digital monitoring systems were also implemented to monitor the state of the environment and identify the initial signs of its deterioration.  
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The results of the Visitor Management Plan have been generally positive and both conservation and visitor experience has improved which could be measured. The arrival of the system of delayed entry and circuit greatly diminished congestions and aided in avoiding the actual harm to stone buildings and terraces. Monitoring of the environment revealed significant reduction of the erosion and littering, as well as there has been an increase in waste disposal system leading to higher cleanliness and ecological well-being of the sanctuary. In 2019, Peru was officially recognized by the UNESCO as successful in its development, and the decision to not put Machu Picchu on the list of endangered sites was determined due to the success of the management interventions (UNESCO, 2023). It has also been beneficial to the local communities who have gained more employment stability and get involved in controlled areas of tourism like guiding, transportation, and handicraft production. The stronger feeling of respect and awareness of the tourists about the cultural and environmental importance of the site has been promoted by the educational campaigns and interpretive programs.
However, there are still certain obstacles. The pressure of the visitors is high during the peak months between June and August, and the enforcement is sometimes not good because of the temporary political commitment and insufficient funds to monitor the operations (Perkins, 2023). Also, natural hazards like excessive rain, landslides, and climatic changes are still threatening the stability of the site in the long-term. With these continued threats, the Visitor Management Plan has managed to enhance sustainable tourism operations, better site conservation, as well as preserving Machu Picchu as a leading heritage tourism destination in the world.
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Machu Picchu Visitor Management Plan can be discussed as a great example of how strategic control, zoning of space, and cooperation between the communities could result in the sustainable preservation of heritage in the high-pressure tourism area. The plan has brought about a great balance between the conflicting needs of tourism development and cultural conservation by incorporating environmental protection, technological innovation, and local empowerment. Even though future trends of climate change and changing political priorities may require further adaptation methods, Machu Picchu can now be used as a role model to other UNESCO World Heritage Sites that are experiencing the same threats of overtourism. The combination of conservation science, government policy and community involvement has made sure that this legendary Incan citadel is able to be enjoyed by visitors today and also preserved by tourists in the future.
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